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About The Book

Star-crossed lovers...

Driven by her traumatic past, Nadia Bishop has dedicated her life to helping children orphaned by war around the globe. She won’t let anything stand in her way—not even the sexy former soldier she left back in the US. As one of the most experienced workers in her relief organization, she’s their top choice to send to Kabul as the security situation in Afghanistan teeters on the verge of collapse. She’s helping get children to safety when Callum shows up unexpectedly, igniting an intense longing that makes her question the life she thought she wanted. Then things suddenly spin out of control, and Nadia is forced to make an impossible choice. Now there’s no turning back. Nowhere to run. And her only chance at survival is the man she’s been trying not to fall in love with.

...are about to face the maelstrom of war together.

Former Delta operator Callum Falconer had his fill of combat. Now a highly skilled and respected security contractor, he gets to call the shots and choose the jobs he takes. So when a contract comes up in Kabul, a place he hoped never to see again, he volunteers to lead the security detail for one reason: Nadia. She changed his whole world when they met, making him feel things he never thought possible. Yet the more he wants to hold onto her, the farther she slips out of reach. Then things turn deadly, and nothing else matters but her safety. With Nadia’s life in imminent danger there’s nothing he won’t risk, and no rule he won’t break to get her out alive.

​

Author’s Note

Fasten your seatbelts! Get ready for a wild ride through danger and mayhem and heartbreak—as well as a surprise appearance from a badass heroine from a previous series I hope you’ll be excited about.

Kaylea

​

Prologue

One year ago

Standing in the shadows in a corner at the back of the large ballroom, Callum scanned the assembled guests seated at their tables beneath the glittering crystal chandeliers in the upscale hotel lobby. Rick Vanderzalm, the man he’d been sent here to Amman to guard was sitting near the front with a wealthy Jordanian businessman and his wife, along with three of their associates.

So far, the gala had been uneventful. And in his line of work, uneventful was exactly what he wanted.

Some of the most influential people in Jordan were here tonight—and at least one who may or may not be unwittingly spending his last few hours as a free man. Security was tight but discreet, positioned throughout the room out of sight from the guests. Two of Callum’s own men were dressed in the same uniforms as the wait staff, able to move around the room without drawing any notice, their weapons concealed beneath their tailored jackets.

“Table eleven,” one of them murmured, his voice transmitting through Callum’s earpiece. “Saleh’s on the move.”

Callum’s gaze swept over the other tables to land on the man in question, now circulating between the tables at the front of the room where the richest guests were sitting. Callum had directed his team to watch the suspected arms dealer closely tonight.

The latest intel received prior to the gala hinted that a Jordanian security force planned to move on Saleh soon. Maybe even tonight. That wasn’t Callum’s concern. He and his team were here to make sure Vanderzalm remained secure and escorted back safely to his hotel.

He stayed at his post, surveying the room with an expert eye, and getting sporadic updates from his team as the evening progressed. After dinner, the speeches started. Mostly in Arabic, with English translation provided in subtitles on the huge screen acting as a backdrop behind the podium at the front of the room.

Saleh stayed seated, looking completely relaxed and smiling as presenters took the stage to begin the awards portion of the program. Callum tuned it out, focused on the main players in the room instead. Vanderzalm had both powerful friends and enemies in the region.

Someone at the podium spoke in heavily accented English.

“We are proud to present this next award to an outstanding volunteer within our organization. This year’s recipient has gone above and beyond in providing emergency care for children orphaned by the ongoing war in Syria and was unanimously selected by both her coworkers and members of SOS Children’s Villages International Regional Office, Middle East.” The presenter paused, aiming a smile off into the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my honor to present this award to Nadia Bishop.”

Callum glanced toward the stage in time to catch a glimpse of swirling blue paisley fabric sweep up the steps. A young woman walked across the stage, her flowing dress standing out amongst the much more formal attire in the room. Fair-skinned, her long brown hair tumbling freely down her back.

At the podium she accepted the award, shook the presenter’s hand, then stepped up to the microphone to address the audience. Her gaze swept across the packed room, and Callum felt an almost physical jolt when it stopped on him, seeming to pick him out in the shadows. A ripple of awareness slid through him, then she glanced away and began her acceptance speech.

His attention was now as much on her as Vanderzalm. She was poised, her smile warm and to him seemed far more genuine than most of the other people gathered in this room.

“I’m honored to help the children put into my care,” she said in an accent that was pure American, “to give them love, comfort and hope during the darkest time of their young lives. I love doing what I do—and yet my greatest wish is that one day our work won’t be necessary.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the crowd.

She raised her award slightly, gave a nod. “Shukran.” With another bright smile she stepped back from the podium, her gaze once again seeming to connect with his for an instant.

Callum watched her leave the stage and stride into the sea of tables, the fabric of her flowy dress standing out in the crowd. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed her before.

The awards ceremony finished twenty minutes later, and a final speech by the host concluded the gala. Guests immediately rose and began mingling in amongst the tables to talk and finish their champagne. Callum divided his attention between Vanderzalm and Saleh, now working opposite sides of the room.

After another flute of champagne and a round of shaking hands with several dignitaries, Vanderzalm finally reached up to adjust both sides of his bow tie. The signal Callum had been watching for.

“We’re leaving. Bring the vehicle around front. I’ll escort him out and meet you at the curb in five,” Callum murmured, his voice low.

“Copy that,” one of his guys answered. “Heading out back now.”

Callum moved through the throng of people wandering toward the open double doors at the back of the room, scanning for any sign of a threat as he strode toward Vanderzalm. The businessman from Utah didn’t so much as glance at him as Callum passed by and took up a position behind him, ready to go for his weapon at the slightest hint of trouble. He didn’t really think anything would happen, but after so many years of living by his instincts in combat zones in the shittiest parts of the world, he was always ready for anything.

“Your six is clear,” one of his guys reported as Callum stepped outside onto the sidewalk as the rest of the crowd spilled through the exit doors onto the street. Limos and luxury vehicles lined the curb to pick up their wealthy passengers.

“ETA on the vehicle,” Callum said, watching around him. Saleh was off to the right and slightly behind them, lingering near the entrance where he was talking to some men. His security team was posted close by, watching the crowd as intently as Callum.

“Turning the corner in about five seconds.”

Right on cue, the big black Escalade came into view and stopped along the curb. Callum stepped forward to signal Vanderzalm, staying at his back as he and another team member escorted him to the vehicle.

Callum opened the back door. Vanderzalm got in, Callum’s guy right behind him.

Shutting the door, Callum stepped back and scanned the sidewalk and street before giving the order. “You’re clear.”

“Roger. See you back at the hotel.” The Escalade pulled away from the curb and sped away up the street.

Callum relaxed a little but didn’t completely drop his guard. He couldn’t when he was in a crowd. Saleh was still over by the entrance holding court with two men in tuxes.

A tingle of awareness made him turn slightly just as a mix of patchouli and vanilla drifted toward him. Nadia Bishop was standing several feet away, watching him.

She smiled, a teasing gleam in her eyes. “Hi. Do you speak English?”

If Vanderzalm had still been here, Callum would have ignored the comment—ignored her. But he was officially off the clock now and that cute line, combined with her impish smile made him crack a grin. Being a ginger made him stand out here. “I do.”

Her smile widened and she offered her hand. “I’m Nadia.”

He shook it, taking a good long look at her as his hand engulfed her small, slender one. She was about five-five or so, medium build. Poised and confident. Her dress was loose but skimmed her body enough to hint at the curves beneath. “Callum.”

“Nice to meet you.” She cast a quick glance around and focused on him again. “So, what brings you to the gala?”

“Work,” was all he said, then nodded at the crystal award in her left hand. “Congratulations.”

She glanced down at it, her pretty face twisting in a grimace of embarrassment. “Oh, thanks. I don’t know why they chose me when there are so many others who deserve this award more. I hate being dragged up on stage.”

No one would have guessed that from the way she’d handled herself up there. “Worked in Jordan long?”

This time the smile she flashed him was a bit strained. “Long enough. I’ve mostly been working in the refugee camps.”

He nodded, becoming more curious about her by the minute. Her out-of-place dress and carefree style of her hair at this upscale event told him this wasn’t her usual scene. He liked that. It told him she was comfortable with herself, and after only a few moments in her presence he could already tell that the warmth she radiated was genuine. “Do you have a ride to wherever you’re going?”

“I’m not sure, actually. I—” They both looked sharply to the right when a racing vehicle suddenly pulled up next to the parked cars. Doors flew open, then a wall of uniformed men rushed at Saleh.

Shit.

Callum grabbed Nadia and whirled her around, taking her down on the sidewalk and covering her with his body as shouts and screams broke out around them. She was rigid beneath him, jerked when several shots rang out in quick succession. He stayed on top of her, kept one hand on the back of her head and reached for the Glock 22 in his holster while he assessed the threat.

It was already over, the whole thing taking only seconds.

Jordanian security personnel had already swarmed Saleh and taken down all his bodyguards. Two were bleeding on the marble tiles outside the entrance, their weapons efficiently stripped away. The crowd stood or crouched in corners or behind the row of parked vehicles, staring in shock at the scene, too afraid to move. Callum assessed the scene, ready to react if things got ugly.

Cops came rushing from all directions. More vehicles roared up, lights and sirens on. Callum waited until the Jordanians had dragged Saleh into a waiting SUV with tinted windows and sped off before easing his weight from Nadia. “Are you all right?” he asked, scanning her quickly.

“Yes,” she answered, eyes wide. “What happened?”

“Jordanians just took a suspected arms dealer into custody,” he said, helping her to her feet and holding her arms until she steadied. The Jordanian security forces were pros. He and Nadia hadn’t been in any real danger, except maybe for a stray bullet from one of Saleh’s men if they’d managed to get a shot off—which he doubted.

Nadia stared up at him for a moment, face pale. She started to turn her head to look behind her. He caught her cheek in one hand, stopping her and bringing her gaze back to his. He didn’t want her seeing the blood, even though there was a good chance she’d been exposed to violence and bloodshed in her work. “It’s okay now. All over.”

She put a hand to her chest, right over the tempting valley of her cleavage where it was exposed by the tight bodice and let out an unsteady breath. “I was not expecting anything like that tonight,” she murmured, then eyed him. “Are you security?”

“Yes.”

She seemed to relax a bit, held his gaze, his hand still cupping her cheek. Her skin was smooth and so damn soft. He had to fight the urge to stroke his thumb across it, the need to soothe and reassure her pulsing through him. “And you don’t want me to see whatever’s going on behind me,” she said.

The Jordanians were hauling the wounded men away, leaving bloodstains on the slick marble floor. “No.”

“Okay,” she said with a tiny nod. “Definitely not turning around.”

“Good.” She was pale but seemed to be recovering quickly enough, trusting his word. Trusting him, and it lit up his protective instincts even more.

“Thank you, by the way. For covering me like that.” Her eyes were like melted dark chocolate under the overhead lights as she smiled ruefully. “Never had a guy jump me that fast before.”

He let out a startled laugh and reluctantly lowered his hand, his palm tingling from the contact. Everything about her was unexpected. “Can I give you a ride back to wherever you’re staying?” She still seemed a little shaky. He wanted to make sure she got back safely. And he also wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her yet.

She quirked an eyebrow at him, the look in her eyes turning speculative. “Okay. But since you’ve already been on top of me, I think you should probably take me for a drink now.”

He smiled, the attraction between them sending a spike of arousal through him, and unable to shake the feeling that he’d been destined to meet her tonight. Drinks together sounded like the best thing that had happened to him in forever. “Deal.”

​

Chapter One

Crimson Point, Oregon

“So, how did it go in Jordan?”

Stretched out on the comfortable leather sofa in front of his best friend and former captain’s fireplace, Callum picked up the ice-cold beer Boyd had just given him and took a sip, happy to be able to relax after a long two weeks at work. “It went.” The job had gone fine. Few hassles, actually one of the smoothest he’d been on.

Except everything about being there reminded him of Nadia. Of that incredible weekend in Qatar last year that had changed his world, and that she was just over the border in Syria. So close, yet so far away.

Story of their entire relationship.

Boyd nodded and let it go. Though he’d left the military behind and was now pushing fifty, he’d kept himself in top shape and looked exactly like he had on their last mission together overseas, though there were a few more streaks of silver in his hair. “You hungry?”

“I could eat.” He’d grabbed something at Whale’s Tale in town at lunch hours ago and hadn’t eaten since.

“Come on, I’ll make you a sandwich.”

Boyd made the best sandwiches.

Callum got up and followed him through the open concept room to the kitchen. “How’s Ember? You guys set a date yet?”

“We’re thinking maybe September. Something simple, either here or at the beach.” Boyd started pulling ingredients from the fridge and putting them on the counter. “You want bacon?”

“Is this a trick question?”

That hard mouth twitched once. “No, but I guess it was a pointless one. Of course you want bacon.” He turned on the oven, took a slab of bacon from the fridge, got out a baking sheet and started peeling off strips onto it. Thick cut with pepper, the good stuff.

Callum glanced past him to the loaves of fresh bread sitting on the counter by the sink. “Guessing you didn’t sleep much last night, huh?” Boyd often made bread from scratch when he couldn’t sleep. Said it was meditative. Callum wasn’t sure about that, but he knew it was damn delicious.

Boyd popped the tray in the oven under the broiler before answering. “It’s Ember. She’s been having nightmares lately. About the murders.”

He made a sympathetic sound. She had seen her brother and several other people shot on the dunes last winter and buried in the sand while they were still alive. She had barely escaped with her own life that night, forced to crawl over her brother’s body on the way out. No one would ever forget a trauma like that. “Sorry to hear that.”

“She’ll get past it. She’s strong, and the quiet up here’s good for her.”

Callum liked it too. Boyd had built his place high up in the hills outside of Crimson Point as a sort of sanctuary from the rest of the world. Away from the town, his nearest neighbor a half-mile or more away, the entire property surrounded by a band of thick forest.

It suited Boyd. After serving his country honorably and bravely as a Delta operator for so many years and then being shit on by his own government to cover its ass, Boyd deserved all the peace he could get. “Where’s she tonight?”

“Over at Poppy and Noah’s place. They’re having a girls’ night.” He started slicing a plump, ripe tomato from his garden on the wooden cutting board he’d probably made out in his workshop.

“It’s great that she’s made such a good group of friends here,” Callum said, getting up and crossing to the butcher block to pull out a long, serrated knife. “Pass me that loaf.”

Boyd pushed it over and Callum began cutting thick slices of it, inhaling the scent. “Sourdough?”

“Yeah. It’s my new thing.”

“I like it.” His phone rang. He answered the video call even though he didn’t recognize the number, in case it was work related. But when the caller appeared on screen a moment later, his heart seized and his mind went blank.

Nadia stared back at him, her pretty face breaking into a smile.

“Hey, stranger,” she said in a bright voice.

Callum unfroze himself and immediately strode for the front door, aware of Boyd’s gaze following him. “Hi,” he answered, keeping his tone neutral as he stepped outside onto the verandah and into the warm July evening air.

She’d messaged him a few days ago saying she might be getting a new assignment. They had only communicated by text and email since she’d called from London back in April. When he’d offered to fly over to meet her for the weekend and been turned down flat. After that, he hadn’t been interested in repeatedly ripping the bandage off by hearing her voice.

“This a bad time?”

“No.” He hid his reaction, locked down his emotions so she wouldn’t be able to see them. She was outside too, the sky behind her turning purple with the dusk. Which was impossible, because she was ten hours ahead in Syria, so it should have been early morning there. “Where are you?”

“Where are you?” she countered, an impish gleam in her eyes. Big brown eyes that he could still easily get lost in if he wasn’t careful.

“Boyd’s place. I thought you were in Syria.”

“I was. Now I’m on the West Coast.”

Despite his resolve to stay cool and detached, his pulse accelerated. This was the closest they’d been in forever. It was rare enough they were on the same continent together, let alone in the same time zone. But why this video call now? “Oh. You in between assignments?”

“Yes.” She turned her phone around and held it up so that it showed the background behind her. “What do you think of my view?”

Tall evergreens stood silhouetted against the few clouds in the sky. Cedars and firs. She panned over a bit, showing a yard. A neatly mowed lawn with a bordering row of shrubs that looked really familiar, then the gray cedar shingles on the side of the house.

His jaw nearly dropped. Holy shit. “You’re at my place?”

She came back into the screen, a big grin splitting her face. “I am. But you’re not.” She shook her head, her expression turning sardonic. “We really do have the worst timing.”

Yeah, among other things. But dammit, he wanted to see her. Maybe he could finally get a straight answer out of her about whether she wanted a relationship or not. She obviously still cared about him, or she wouldn’t have shown up tonight. “Hang tight, I’m on my way.” He shoved the door open and strode back inside. Boyd looked over at him, holding the tray of bacon in one oven-mitted hand.

“Your roommate told me you were out and asked me in,” Nadia said, “but I told him I’d wait outside. You were right—he’s sarcastic. I like him.”

Groz was sarcastic all right. It was one of the reasons Callum liked the PJ so much. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” The drive took twenty minutes minimum without traffic, but he’d blow every light and stop sign on the way home if it meant getting a few extra minutes with her.

“Okay. I’ll be here.”

He slid his phone back into his pocket and met Boyd’s stare. “Sorry, but I gotta go.” He needed answers.

In typical Boyd fashion, he merely nodded, but his buddy never missed anything. He must have seen Nadia on the screen and figured out exactly what was going on. That awareness was part of what had made Boyd such a good operator and an even better commander.

“Here,” Boyd said, measuring him with that piercing green stare. “Toasted turkey, bacon and tomato to go. Extra mayo and pepper.”

“Thanks, man. I owe you.” He took it, clapped him on the back with his free hand. “Talk to you later.”

He jumped in his truck and roared down the hill, his mind whirling as he turned onto the coastal highway. In the distance to the left, the sky was turning purple over the darker, indigo ocean in the distance.

The ride home was a blur. North along the highway. West down the hill toward town. North on Front Street along the waterfront, and up the hill on the north side of town to his neighborhood.

With every mile his heart beat a little faster, even as a hard knot pulled tighter and tighter in his gut. He didn’t know what to think of her showing up here like this. She’d made it pretty clear before that she wasn’t really into him, first with the brushoff and then the sporadic attempts at communication that followed.

Next to Groz’s candy-apple red Mustang an unfamiliar car was parked along the fence out front, he assumed Nadia’s rental. He went through the wooden gate and along the side of the house, still unsure what he was going to say.

Then Nadia stepped around the corner and the breath whooshed out of him.

He stopped, his whole chest squeezing tight as he fought the impulse to rush over and haul her into his arms, the need to touch her, hold her almost overwhelming his self-control.

They were in relationship limbo. He needed to keep that firmly in mind, and the rest of him firmly in check until he knew what was happening here.

Her smile faltered a bit at his reaction as she tucked a lock of long, chocolate brown hair behind her ear. She wore a flowing, ankle-length dress in swirling pinks and corals, making her creamy skin glow. He’d thought he’d been prepared to see her, but seeing her in the flesh now... She was so goddamn beautiful she took his breath away.

“Hi,” she murmured, expression uncertain.

“Hi.” He hated the awkwardness between them. The disappointed, almost hurt look on her face. What did she expect him to do, pretend nothing had changed and pick up right where they’d left things in Qatar?

No. He was done chasing after her and settling for the bits of her time she was willing to give him.

Except he’d literally just dropped everything and rushed straight home to see her.

Hell. Her showing up here out of the blue was fucking with his head. “What are you doing in Oregon?” he asked, shoving his hands into his pockets.

“Had emergency meetings in LA and decided last minute to fly up to Portland on my way home to surprise you. Was that...bad?”

He wasn’t sure. Right now, he was more confused about them than ever. She wasn’t the manipulative type. Whatever had motivated her to show up tonight had to be important. “Come on inside,” he said, motioning to the side door as he strode toward it.

He let her in, got a whiff of her patchouli-vanilla scent as she stepped past him into the house. The familiar smell triggered an instant memory of them together, naked in that Qatar hotel room bed. He slammed the door shut on it in his mind. “Are you hungry? I can order us something, or—”

“No, I ate on the way here. And I can’t stay long anyway. My flight from Portland leaves in a few hours.” She paused inside the entry, shooting him an uncertain look.

So she’d flown to Portland and then driven all the way out here just to see him for a couple hours, hoping for...what? What the hell did she want from him?

He didn’t know what the hell to say to her, but he definitely wasn’t giving into a moment of weakness and taking her to his bed, then watching her waltz out of his life again. No matter how badly he still wanted her. “Okay. Go sit on the couch and I’ll bring you some tea.”

“That would be great, thanks.”

He busied himself in the kitchen, half an eye on her as she wandered around his living room. Glad to have some space from her while he collected his thoughts. It was scary how much she affected him. How intense his feelings for her still were.

“How long have you lived here?” she asked, checking out the photos on the mantel. Some of him and his family. Others of him in uniform with men he’d served with. Some of them he’d helped bury.

“Few months.” Having her in his home was something he’d fantasized about way too often over the past year. Though in his fantasies it had happened under completely different circumstances. He’d always imagined them the way they’d been in Qatar. That she would fall in love with him and want to build a future together.

He couldn’t believe he’d ever been that naive.

He carried the mugs of tea into the adjoining room and handed her one. “Thanks,” she murmured, giving him a measuring look.

He took the couch opposite her, unable to bear being any closer, and kept things light as he tried to get a read on her. “So what were the emergency meetings about?”

She curled up into the corner of her couch, tucking her pink-painted toes beneath the folds of her dress. Looking every inch the free-spirited flower child she was. “My new assignment.”

Her tentative expression told him he wasn’t going to like it. At all. “They’re not sending you back to Syria?”

“No. Afghanistan.”

His fingers tightened around the handle of his mug, every muscle in his body going rigid. “What?” His voice was low. Strained.

Afghanistan was about to implode. With the US and other western countries withdrawing their troops, the security situation was already unstable as the Taliban and other militant groups got ready to take the country back. It would only get worse from here on out.

Her big brown eyes held his. “I know. But they desperately need volunteers to support the locals working at our orphanage there, and I have a lot of experience. The number of kids needing support there is skyrocketing. Villages are already being overrun up in the mountains, with more children becoming orphaned every day and being brought to Kabul.”

He didn’t respond, tamping down his reaction. He’d done a lot of tours in Afghanistan over the years. Could still smell the mountain dust in his nostrils when he closed his eyes. He didn’t want Nadia within a hundred miles of its borders. Thinking of someone as gentle and untrained as her living in Kabul while all this shit went down... Christ.

“We’re going to have proper security on site this time,” she said, as if that made it all okay. “Former Afghan military, apparently.”

Who would abandon their posts the instant their homes and families were threatened by encroaching militants. And he couldn’t blame them. “Why do you have to be the one to go?”

She lifted a shoulder, her chin coming up in that defensive gesture he knew so well. They’d had this argument about her safety so many times in the past, but her going to Kabul now was the most dangerous thing she’d ever done. “They asked for me specifically because of my experience and because I speak decent Dari after working in Pakistan early last year.” She shrugged, her expression holding a defensive edge. “If I don’t go over there to help them, who will?”

He was so fucking torn. On the one hand, her determination to help children in need and her hardwired desire to make the world a better place were two of the things he loved most about her. On the other, her stubbornness and insistence upon always choosing to see the good in humankind made him want to shake her.

It was a major effort to clamp his mouth shut and not tell her how he felt. Because nothing he said would change her mind, and he didn’t want to fight with her. Things were already strained enough between them. “How long do they want you there?”

“As long as possible, until the official withdrawal date.”

“Do they have a plan to get you out if things go to shit?” Because there was a good chance they would.

“They’re working on that now.”

Working on it? Jesus. That should have been the first thing they did after deciding to ask this of her. They were sending her into another fucking war zone.

Somehow, he tamped down his frustration and concern and managed to contain it. “When do you leave?”

“I fly out of DC on Monday morning.”

Three days from now. Putting her on the ground in Kabul Wednesday morning local time, in the middle of scorching summer temps while infrastructure and security broke down all around her. “And before that?”

“I’m going to spend the weekend at my dad’s. Anaya’s coming too. I’m excited, because I haven’t seen them in months.”

The sister she was closest to. He’d only met her once before on a video call. He’d liked her, felt she was a good and level-headed person. “What do they think about all this?”

She glanced down, smoothed a fold in her dress. “I haven’t told them yet.”

They were going to hate it as much as him, but they wouldn’t be able to change her mind either. “How is your dad?” he asked to change the subject. Her father had suffered a mild heart attack a few months ago, while she’d been overseas. She adored him but wasn’t close to her mother.

Her face brightened, the love and pride in her expression piercing him. She’d looked at him that same way in Qatar. As if he’d hung the damn moon.

He’d give damn near anything to have her look at him like that now. Didn’t know what he’d done to make her stop.

“He’s doing great. Back to his old tricks and looking forward to hunting season this fall. How are your parents?”

“All good. My mom’s already planning for Thanksgiving and asking for my availability.” She was big on holidays and family tradition. If she had to delay a family celebration by a few weeks either way to ensure everyone could be there together, that’s what she’d do.

Nadia nodded, more relaxed now, everything about her radiating the natural warmth and kindness that had captivated him from day one. It was no wonder why she was magic with children. “And how do you like your new job?”

“It’s great. My boss is a good guy, easy to work with and for.” Ryder Locke was a former Marine and gave Callum all the latitude he wanted while organizing and carrying out a job. Ryder trusted him, never micromanaged him in any way. Callum appreciated that.

“Do you work on the security details much personally, or are you mostly in a managerial role now?”

It was a telling statement about their situation to know they’d drifted so far apart that she didn’t know all of this already. It left a hollow feeling in the middle of his chest. “Mostly behind the scenes, but I still work the odd detail personally. I just got back from one in Jordan a few days ago.”

Something flickered in her eyes. “Amman?”

“For a few days.”

“I have fond memories of that place. Remember my terrible first line to you the night we met?”

“I thought it was a great line.”

She grinned. “I’m glad.” Then her smile faded, and she leaned across the narrow coffee table to stretch out a hand and set it on his knee.

That simple, innocent touch sent a shockwave through him, set his pulse racing.

The way she was looking at him, with such open caring and sincerity... He wanted to drag her onto his lap, bury his hands in her hair and kiss her until neither of them could breathe. Erase this awful, brittle distance between them and go back to the way things had once been.

“I know you’re upset about me going to Kabul,” she said softly. “But I wanted to see you before I left because you’ve been so distant lately.”

Yeah, and why do you think that is?

She continued before he could say anything. “And I don’t want you to worry about me while I’m over there. I’ll be careful, won’t take any undue risks.”

He stared at her, unsure whether to snort or laugh. Of course he was going to fucking worry. She always tried to put a positive spin on things, downplayed the danger her work placed her in and put way too much faith in humanity, but she had to know how risky this upcoming assignment was. “You know I will anyway.”

He drained the last few sips of his tea and stood before she could say anything else, aching at the loss of her touch and the confusion on her face. She had no clue how hard this was for him, the constant struggle not to touch her, wanting a clear and decisive answer about where they stood. What each of them wanted going forward.

Because if she didn’t want to move forward together, then he needed to distance himself from her. “Want more tea?”

“No, I’m... No thanks.”

He wasn’t thirsty and wasn’t a huge tea drinker, but he needed an excuse to get out of the room for a few minutes to regroup before he either caved or started asking her some really hard questions he was pretty sure he didn’t want the answers to. And now he was glad he hadn’t asked her about the status of their relationship.

While he was pouring water from the kettle into his mug, a hard lump sitting in the pit of his stomach, he glanced over when footsteps came up the stairs down the hall.

Groz appeared at the top of the stairs in jeans and a black button-down, dark hair wet from a shower. He stopped when he saw them, then flashed Nadia a smile. “Hi again,” he said to her before entering the kitchen. “Just on my way out,” he added to Callum as he opened the fridge to peruse the contents. “Mia’s coming for the weekend to look at a few places together. I’m meeting her for dinner at Travis and Kerrigan’s.”

Callum nodded and dunked the teabag in the mug a few times, going back and forth in his mind about what to say to Nadia. “Tell her I said hi.”

“Will do.” Groz emerged from the fridge with a white bakery box from the Whale’s Tale and raised his eyebrows at him. “So that’s her, huh?” he whispered, dark eyes gleaming with interest as he pulled out a cupcake and started devouring it. Groz was either eating or talking most of the time.

Callum nodded as he disposed of the teabag. Yeah, that was her. The woman who’d turned his world upside down, stolen his heart but didn’t seem to want it.

“Outstanding.” Groz chuckled and slapped him on the back once on his way to the living room where he opened the box and held it out to Nadia. “This is from our favorite spot in town. Best bakery you’ll find on the Oregon Coast. You have to try one of these.”

Nadia grinned up at him. “Oh, well, if I have to.” She selected one, gave Groz a little smile and scooped some of the frosting into her mouth with a finger. “Yum. Thanks.”

“My pleasure.”

It was a good goddamn thing Groz was happily taken now, because before Mia he had been an insatiable flirt, and there was no way Callum could have withstood watching his roomie working his charms on Nadia. But given that Groz knew how he felt about her, he didn’t think Groz would have done that.

“I’ll leave the rest of these here for you guys, just in case,” Groz said, placing the box on the coffee table in front of her. He shot Callum a sly wink. “See you guys. Don’t wait up, honey.”

“I won’t, sweetheart,” he answered, deadpan. Normally he loved bantering with Groz. Tonight, his heart wasn’t in it. Probably because it was still in the hands of the woman sitting in the other room.

The door shut behind Groz, and the sudden silence that filled the house pressed in on him like a physical weight.

“I like him,” Nadia proclaimed, taking another bite of her cupcake.

“Yeah, me too.” He walked back to the opposite couch, ready to explode with all the things he wanted to say. Everything he wanted to ask but refused to because he would be an idiot to bare himself to her now.

Nadia popped the last bit into her mouth and neatly put the paper wrapper in the box as she chewed. She glanced at her watch and sighed. “Well. I guess I should get going too.”

Don’t go.

He bit the words back, knowing they would be useless. And worse, make him vulnerable. “Sure,” he said instead, and followed her to the door.

He walked her to the gate. She stopped in front of it, looking hesitant. “I’m sorry if I overstepped by just showing up like this. I thought... Well, it doesn’t matter what I thought, but I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable...”

His normally long fuse and the self-control he prided himself on suddenly snapped. “Why did you come? Really.”

She blinked, watching him warily. “Because I wanted to see you.”

“Why?” Why, dammit? Why now, after she’d blown him off months ago? When she ran from him every time things got serious between them?

“Because I’ve missed you,” she whispered, a sheen of tears making her eyes glisten.

Fuck. Her tears were like a knife to the gut. He’d never seen her cry, and knowing he was the cause tore him up inside. I’ve missed you too. Every goddamn day.

He bit the words back, refusing to let them out. He wasn’t a toy she could pick up off the shelf to play with when she felt like it.

“Callum,” she said, looking down at the grass between them. “I know I’ve hurt you in the past, and for that I’m truly sorry. I didn’t come here to hurt you more. Truly. I just... I really miss you, and I can’t stand feeling like I’m losing you.”

“Losing me?” he managed, unable to keep the bitterness out of his voice.

Those big brown eyes lifted to him again and she shifted her feet, clearly uncomfortable. “I care about you. A lot. But I don’t know how to give you what you want.”

Staring at her as he absorbed her words, he wavered. She’d never been this vulnerable or direct with him about this before. She was also going to Kabul in a few days. The threat of something happening to her was way too real. Hurt as he was, he couldn’t let her go with this coldness between them.

Against his better judgment he reached out and drew her to him, banding his arms around her and holding her tight. The feel of her soft curves pressed against him, her scent swirling around him, almost broke what remained of his control. Especially when she wound her arms around his neck and burrowed in close, her cheek resting against his heart.

She angled her head up. Their gazes locked, and he knew he’d made a critical mistake.

A tidal wave of desire and possessiveness roared through him. He didn’t stand a chance as her eyes dropped to his mouth. She lifted her face...

The instant their lips met he was lost, every argument about keeping his distance suddenly gone. He gripped handfuls of her hair and kissed her back. Managed to rein in the driving hunger for a few moments, until her tongue flicked his.

He took over, alternately soothing and tormenting. Giving and taking. Claiming her in the only way he could in this moment. Knowing he was going to have to let her go yet again in the next few minutes.

He broke the kiss, his whole body strung taut as he stared down at her. Her pupils were dilated, her breathing unsteady. Hair mussed from where his hands were burrowed into it, pink, kiss-swollen lips parted slightly.

It took an act of will not to scoop her up right then and carry her into the house. Lay her on his bed and strip that dress off her. He wouldn’t stop until he was buried as deep inside her as he could get, until she was digging her nails in his back and crying out his name as she came apart for him.

His hand was slightly unsteady, his heart thudding as he eased a hand from her hair and stroked the side of her face. “You be careful over there,” he rasped out, a hollow ache forming beneath his ribs.

Nothing was resolved between them. They were standing feet apart, yet a yawning divide stood between them, and she was afraid to risk taking the leap to meet him on the other side. Maybe because she didn’t trust him to catch her. And if she didn’t trust him on that level by now, then it was pretty clear she never would.

She nodded, tried to smile, but for the first time he saw doubt in her eyes. Maybe even a little fear. “I will. I’ll call you when I can, okay?”

He nodded, hoping it was true.

Her smile dimmed. Turned wistful, the naked longing there killing him. What was she so damn scared of? “I wish I could have stayed longer. Our timing sucks, doesn’t it?”

He’d been thinking the same damn thing. “Yeah.”

Watching her drive away to face the unknown in one of the most hostile places on the planet, he swore he felt his heart crack in two.

​

Chapter Two

“Kabul?”

Nadia studied the two faces that were the dearest to her in the world. One dark brown, one light-skinned but flushed with sunburn, both currently wearing identical expressions of disbelief and anger. “Yes. I fly out Monday.”

“Why?” her dad demanded, his face flushing a shade darker.

She took a deep breath and explained the same things she had to Callum last night. Had it really only been sixteen hours since she’d seen him? It felt like an eternity.

Her dad got up and started pacing the kitchen floor, dragging a hand through his hair. “Dammit, Nadia.”

“Dad,” Anaya said quietly, ever the peacemaker.

He whirled to face them. “What? She’s about to go risk her life in that hell hole for people who don’t give two shits about her, and I’m not allowed to be upset?”

“You’re allowed. But it’s not going to help the situation—or change her mind.” She gave him a pointed look.

Nadia reached out and squeezed her adopted sister’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Anaya shot her a glare. “Hey, I’m mad at you too. Don’t think I’m not.”

“Okay.” Nadia withdrew her hand and sat back, chastised.

“It’s because I love you. That’s why I’m upset. I’m worried about you.” She glanced at their father. “We both are.”

“I know. You were both terrified when I told you I was going to Aleppo, but I made it through that assignment okay, didn’t I?”

Their father muttered something under his breath and left the room, heading for the stairs. Nadia sighed but Anaya touched her arm. “Just let him be. He’ll get over it in a bit and come back down when he’s ready.”

“Yeah. Let’s go sit outside,” Nadia suggested, wanting to shake everything off and enjoy family time. “I need some fresh air before my jet lag catches up with me.” The long meetings, whirlwind flights and that pit stop in Crimson Point had depleted her energy reserves. She needed to fill them back up before she left Monday.

They went outside to sit on the back verandah that ran the width of the house. The West Virginia afternoon was already hot and muggy, a heavy bank of dark clouds forming over the western hills promising rain.

“Looks like we’re going to get a thunderstorm later,” Nadia said as they rocked the rocking chairs set along the railing overlooking the neatly tended yard. Already gusts of moisture-laden breeze made the wind chimes dance, filling the air with their delicate music. “I’ve missed it,” she mused. “Lying on the top bunk in our room all snug under the covers while a summer storm blew up outside. Remember that?”

“Yeah.”

“I used to hate thunderstorms.”

Anaya gave her a doubtful look. “You did?”

“Before I came here, when I was really young. They used to terrify me.” Back then she’d been afraid of so many things. Now, the things that still scared her she buried deep.

“Me too,” Anaya said. “I only remember the last hurricane that hit when I was still in Haiti, though I know there were others before that.”

“It’s funny how that happens, isn’t it? How you can start a new life somewhere else when you’re young and forget so much of what came before.”

Anaya nodded, gazing out at the hills, seeming lost in thought. One of the things Nadia loved best about her sister—other than her loyalty and kindness—was her appreciation of quiet. Of the peace neither of them had found as young children. Her sister had been through a lot in her life, most recently including having her heart and dreams smashed into a thousand pieces by a man who had never deserved her in the first place. Nadia thanked God that Anaya had finally seen the truth and found the strength to walk away before it was too late.

“It’s so different here now,” Nadia murmured. “So quiet.” There were no toys or bikes or scooters strewn all over the backyard. The huge play gym that had stood in the center of the lawn had been replaced by neat rows of raised beds their dad grew vegetables in.

“I know. It still feels weird, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.” Her childhood seemed like another lifetime ago.

Back then her parents had still been married and the house had been full of all the noise, drama and chaos that came with raising a family of six kids, four of whom were adopted from different regions of the globe and couldn’t speak English when they first arrived.

Nadia was number five. The Bishops had come to Romania to adopt her when she was six. Anaya was the baby of the family, adopted from Haiti when she was just starting elementary school.

Her sister glanced over at her, expression somber. She’d become too somber over the past eighteen months, more withdrawn, even from her sometimes. “How long do you think they’ll keep you over there?”

“Could be a few weeks, could be a few months. Just depends on what happens.”

Anaya nodded. “Hope it’s short. Just saying.” She shook her head. “When are you going to realize you don’t have to prove yourself to the world anymore?”

The words weren’t meant to be harsh, that wasn’t Anaya’s way. But they hit hard anyway. She’d felt the need to prove herself ever since she could remember, and likely always would.

An abrupt change of subject was in order. “I, uh, made a stop to see someone on the way here from LA.”

Anaya frowned. “Who?”

“Callum.”

Her sister gasped and smacked Nadia’s arm. “No way, the hot Viking warrior?”

That was actually a pretty apt description of him. An incredibly sexy hot Viking warrior, especially when he had a beard.

Anaya twisted her rocking chair around to face Nadia head on, her expression avid. “Spill. Every detail.”

“He wasn’t all that happy to see me at first.”

Her face fell, a frown creeping in. “Really?”

“No.” She’d thought he would be surprised in a good way to see her, but his reaction had been downright chilly when she’d stepped around the side of the house. “Things are strained between us. He’s still upset that I said it wasn’t a good time when he offered to come meet me in London in April.” She regretted it now, that stupid knee-jerk reaction to retreat when things began to look serious.

“That was three months ago. Haven’t you guys talked since then? Smoothed things out?”

“Well, sort of, but things haven’t been the same since. He’s distant now.” That bothered her. She truly hadn’t meant to hurt him.

“Nadia.”

She winced at her sister’s exasperated tone. “What?”

“You know what. He offered to fly all the way to London just to see you—probably only for a day or two at that, knowing your schedule—and you blew him off.”

“I’d already made plans and booked things—”

“Don’t bother with the lame excuses. If you’d wanted to see him badly enough, you would have canceled whatever plans you had. Instantly. And you’ve had plenty of time to set things right since.” She shook her head in concern, tight black ringlets swinging around her heart-shaped face. “What’s up with you? You have deep feelings for this guy, I know you do.”

Deeper than anyone who’d come before him, that was for sure.

“I’ve never seen you as happy as when you got back from Qatar, and you still always talk about him.”

“I know.” She slumped in her chair, knowing she deserved the well-meaning lecture. There was something wrong with her. And she felt even worse because she knew Anaya would secretly give anything to find a man like Callum. “He’s amazing.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“He’s...intense.” Much more into a long-term, committed and exclusive relationship than she had expected.

Anaya’s deep brown eyes widened. “Like, in bed? Because, whew, girl, if that’s what you meant, please continue.” She fanned herself, all eagerness again.

Nadia cracked a grin. “Well, since you asked, yes. He can be.” Okay, most times he was. And in the best possible way, capable of reducing her to a puddle of need with a single touch or look. “But I meant in terms of his expectations about being in a relationship with him.”

Anaya looked confused. “Meaning?”

“You know me, my life is crazy. I never know where I’m going next, or how long I’ll be there. For him it’s all or nothing. I’m not exactly stable relationship material, and he wants more than I can give him.”

One perfect black eyebrow arched in challenge. “You said he was military. No, ‘badass military’ I believe was the exact phrase, so he would understand your lifestyle better than anyone else you’ve been with. Try again.”

“Yeah, except he’s traditional at his core. Comes from a picture-perfect nuclear family, parents are stable and still married, actually love each other...” She sighed, trying to put her misgivings into words. She hadn’t intended to bring this up, didn’t want to inadvertently hurt Anaya by saying it, but there was no avoiding it if she wanted to be honest. “That’s what he wants too. Someone to settle down with, raise a family and grow old with.”

“He’s told you that?”

“I just know.” She’d dated enough guys to know that Callum was different from all the others. He wanted what his parents had. “He’s the marriage-and-babies type.”

Anaya’s expression tightened ever so slightly. As if she had hidden a flinch. “And you’re more the babies type than anyone else I know, plus you’re seriously into him, so I fail to see the problem here.”

She shrugged, feeling defensive, and hating that she’d caused the little flare of pain she’d just seen in her sister’s dark eyes. “I’m not ready yet. I don’t think I’m cut out for that traditional lifestyle, so I don’t want to lead him on when it can’t go anywhere long term.” She wanted to settle down eventually. Probably. Waking up to and going through life with Callum at her side was pretty tempting in a lot of ways.

Anaya eyed her in the way only a sister could, her expression saying Nadia was full of shit. “We both know it’s more than that. And that it’s time you let all that BS go. Past time, if I’m being honest.” She shifted in her seat. “Does he know about your past?”

“Yes. Mostly,” she hedged when Anaya kept staring.

“And does he know whatever you guys have is the longest and most serious relationship you’ve ever had with a guy?”

Ugh. It sounded so pathetic out loud. “No.”

Her sister made a frustrated sound. “You don’t think he deserves to know that?”

“No, it would make me sound pathe—”

The screened door to the verandah opened and their dad stepped out holding a trio of mason jars in his big hands. “Thought we could all use some cooling off,” he said in a gruff voice that told her she wasn’t quite off the hook yet.

“Ooh, blackberry sours?” Nadia said, accepting a jar filled with gorgeous purple liquid. Her father’s signature summer cocktail was made from fresh blackberries picked around the property that he turned into puree and simple syrup, then mixed with lime juice, brandy, and poured over ice. Yum.

He grunted and sat down in the chair on Nadia’s other side, the wood creaking as it took his weight. “So? What were y’all just talking about before I came out?”

“Girl stuff,” Anaya said, her eyes dancing with amusement.

Nadia took a sip of the cocktail and moaned, closing her eyes as the tart-sweet flavors burst on her tongue, the brandy giving a kick of mellow heat down her throat as she swallowed. “This takes me back.” When she glanced at her dad, he was smiling to himself. A good indication that he was pretty much over his mad. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Welcome,” he said in that same gruff tone. He wasn’t fooling anyone. He had a marshmallow center and everyone who knew him was aware of it.

Except his ex-wife, who’d done everything in her power to take advantage of it during their turbulent, dysfunctional marriage. Nadia still had deep, conflicted feelings about her adoptive mother, along with a lot of gratitude and some great memories too.

“So? What were you saying before?” he pressed.

“Well, I was just getting around to telling Anaya about the kiss Callum and I had last night—”

Anaya smacked her shoulder, mouth open in a scandalized gasp. “You said he wasn’t happy to see you!”

“I said he wasn’t at first. By the end he was.” She’d been thinking about that kiss constantly since, wishing they’d had more time together, at least enough to finish what they’d started. She’d fallen so fast and hard for him, but what she’d said to him was true.

The stars never seemed to align for them. When he pressed for more, she got spooked and pulled away. Now she was edging toward trying to meet him part way, ready to consider trying a real, committed relationship with him, and he was the one being distant.

It made her wonder if the universe was trying to send her a message. That maybe they weren’t meant to be.

“And? How was it?”

Their dad groaned and shifted in his chair. “Why’d I have to have so many daughters?” he muttered to himself.

“Oh, hush,” Anaya told him, leaning across Nadia to smack his shoulder too. “Go on, Nadia. How was it? Scale of one-to-ten.”

“Oh, I dunno... Twelve.” Unforgettable, just like the man responsible.

Anaya crowed and stomped her feet on the wide plank floor while their dad made a strangled sound. They all laughed, and just like that, all the tension from before vanished.

Yet as they sat talking and laughing together, her upcoming assignment sat heavy at the back of her mind. She would never say it, but the truth was, she was nervous this time around.

She couldn’t forget that look on Callum’s face when she’d told him. That haunted expression in his eyes that she wished she could wipe away. Fear for her, brought on by all the things he’d seen and done over there during his elite military career.

But her organization had asked her to go specifically, and she couldn’t say no. Didn’t want to. She’d worked all over the world, starting in the US, then moving into Europe and beyond, slowly taking on work in more dangerous settings around the world.

The prolonged war had left too many Afghan children without homes or anyone to look after them, and the violence would continue long after the US pulled its personnel out. It broke her heart, and if she could do something to make even a few lives better during her time there, then it would be worth the personal risk she was taking.

“Rain’s coming,” her father said during a lull in the conversation, squinting at the clouds boiling over the distant peaks of the hills surrounding their little valley. “Be here within two hours.”

Taking in that ominous line of black clouds in the distance, Nadia set her empty jar on the arm of the rocking chair and let out a slow breath. The storm that was going to break here later was nothing compared to what was coming to Afghanistan.

Thankfully, she would be out of there before the worst of it hit.

​

Chapter Three

Aref looked up from his tea when someone banged on the door, his body tensing. “Who is it?” he called in Dari.

“Gaffar.”

He turned to his wife, who was holding their infant daughter. “Go,” he whispered. Eyes wide, she hurried off and disappeared in their bedroom at the back of the house.

Aref went to the door, one hand on the butt of his pistol at the back of his waistband. He stood to the side of the doorframe, then quickly leaned over to check the peephole. It was Gaffar, and he appeared to be alone, dressed in dusty jeans and a T-shirt, his beard untrimmed.

He unlocked the door and opened it. “Come in,” he urged, and his friend rushed inside. Aref shut and locked the door, turning to face him. “What is it?”

Gaffar gulped, the strain on his face making Aref’s insides curdle. “They’re coming,” he rasped out.

No. They couldn’t be. Not this soon. They’d already fled Kabul and come here to escape the people hunting him. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I swear it. My cousin just alerted me twenty minutes ago. Taliban are in the eastern part of the city asking about you. It’s only a matter of time before someone tells them where you are.”

Aref clenched his jaw and gripped his friend’s upper arm. “I owe you a great debt.”

“Think nothing of it. But please, you must leave now.”

He nodded. “I know. And you should leave for a few days as well, so you have an alibi if anyone tries to question you.” If the Taliban found out that Gaffar had helped him and his family escape, they would make an example of him.

“I’ll wait for you at the bottom of the village.”

Gaffar hurriedly left and Aref strode to the bedroom where his wife was huddled on the edge of their bed, cradling their daughter. Her long hair was pulled back in a thick braid, her brown eyes filled with love and concern.

“We have to go. Now,” he said in as calm a tone as he could manage in the moment. They had planned and prepared for this, even expected it to happen, though not this soon.

While she rushed to collect their bags, he swept through the small, three-room house they’d been staying in—collecting ammunition, food and the little money they’d managed to save up for this day. Getting rid of anything that would tie them to this place.

Within minutes all was ready. Aref opened the back door and checked the yard, going around the side of the house to ensure no one was waiting for them in the street.

He waved his wife forward, kept one hand on her lower back and the other on the butt of his pistol as he hurried them down the dusty road. It was empty except for a few children playing with a soccer ball, but as he led his wife through the town, he could feel eyes on them peering from behind curtained windows.

An eerie sensation blended with the quiet, and he knew Gaffar had come not a minute too soon. They needed to get away from here as fast as possible. American and other foreign forces were withdrawing steadily every day. Only a few pockets of resistance remained in Kabul, and soon those would be gone as well. As soon as the Americans pulled out, the Taliban would sweep back across the country to reclaim the territory they had lost over the past twenty years.

And they would show no mercy to those who had aided the enemy.

Gaffar eased the ancient Toyota out onto the road at the bottom of the village. Aref helped his wife into the back seat as she tried to settle their fussing daughter, then jumped in the front next to Gaffar.

The drive out of the village was tense, and the sole road that led in and out of town was the perfect place for a checkpoint—or an ambush.

But they passed through the chokepoint without incident, and Aref breathed a little easier as the truck swung east and began to wind its way up an ancient dirt road toward the mountains in the distance. They bumped and jostled along the switchbacks, climbing out of the valley toward the poor village where his wife had been born, filling the three-hour drive with talk about what was happening in their country.

A group of men and boys flooded out of the mud brick dwellings when they arrived at the outer wall of the village. Aref stepped out and greeted the elders. When his wife got out moments later with their daughter, she had covered her head and lower face with a veil in deference to their strict religious and societal beliefs.

The women stood in their doorways as he escorted her to her parents’ house. He saw her safely settled, brought in her things and showed her where he hid the cash in a cache beneath a rug on the hard-packed floor.

“You’ll be safe here,” he told her, taking her face in his hands as a wrenching sensation made it feel like his chest was being split apart. Her family and the rest of the villagers would hide and protect her and their daughter.

She stared up at him with frightened brown eyes, cradling their daughter to her chest.

“Stay out of sight until I come back for you.” Hopefully within a few days. But he had to go now. It was him the Taliban wanted. He could not live with himself if anything happened to his family because of what he’d done.

“Be careful,” she whispered.

He kissed her goodbye, filled with torment at having to leave her, then smiled at their daughter and placed a kiss on the top of her silky black curls. “God willing, we will be together again soon.” He would be back for them when he had figured out how to get them out of the country safely. The Americans would finally have to honor their promise and help him now, provide safe transport and a home in the US.

Back in the truck with Gaffar, they headed back down the mountain and began the trek to Kabul. Encroaching darkness hampered their progress, and they arrived on the outskirts of the capital just before midnight. He’d no sooner unrolled his bedroll in the basement of the safehouse than he got a call on his cell phone. It was his father-in-law.

The man was breathless, his voice full of panic. “They’re gone.”

Aref sat bolt upright, his heart lurching into his throat. “What?” he croaked.

“A Taliban leader came and searched the village. He took them, would have killed us for trying to hide them if our elders hadn’t intervened.”

Cold sweat pricked his face and chest. “Where are they? Where did they take them?”

“I don’t know. No one saw which way they went, but we heard gunshots a few minutes after.”

Aref closed his eyes, nausea churning in his stomach. “They’re dead?”

“I do not know, but... Yes. Probably. It was God’s will—”

He ended the call and gripped his hair with both hands, a howl of agony building in his chest. The whole purpose for risking their lives in the drive up to the village earlier was because he’d been certain they would be safe there.

To know they had been taken at gunpoint, that his wife had almost certainly been abused and maybe defiled before her death was like a knife in his guts. And the thought of his innocent daughter paying for his crimes with her life...

A low, wounded sound wrenched free, echoing off the plaster walls.

His host rushed down the stairs moments later. “Aref? What is wrong?”

“Lila and the baby were taken,” he whispered, a sob trying to wrench free. “They’re both dead.”

The man gasped and came over to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Surely not. There must be a mistake—”

“There’s no mistake,” he said bitterly, his voice wobbling. He felt like he was about to shatter, the pain ripping him apart inside. “The Taliban killed them because of me.”

Swamped by his own agony, the crushing guilt, he didn’t listen to whatever his host was saying. And soon his mind turned to revenge. The Taliban had innocent blood on its hands, but the Americans were just as much to blame for his family’s deaths. They had come here to lay siege to his already suffering country, meddling and trying to impose their will. He had trusted them. Tried to help them because he detested the Taliban as much as they did.

In return, they had forsaken him and his family. Lied and then cowardly abandoned them to their fate.

Aref would avenge his wife and daughter. The people responsible for this
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Dear reader,
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